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with lovers and with love-makihg, and the lovers whose
wooing is his main interest are youths and maidens endowed
with those gifts of body and of spirit which are the tradition of
a cultured aristocracy. Alongside the high comedy which is
conceived in sentimental and poetic manner runs a subsidiary
low comedy providing the realistic homeliness or the farcical
buffoonery contributed by the indispensable rustic or the
clownish serving man. In the interplay of these two compon-
ents, there is still much for Shakespeare to discover; but the
essential pattern is determined already. He has chosen his
protagonists, a hero and a heroine, and their primary obligation
is to woo or to be wooed. Wherefore, the long procession of
lovers in Shakespeare's comedies, from Rosaline and Biron, and
Sylvia and Valentine, of the early ones, to Rosalind and
Orlando, and Beatrice and Benedick of the greatest.

But despite the moonlit gardens of Belmont, The Merchant
of Venice will not be forced into this march of Shakespearian
comedy. It has, of course, its lovers and there is elaborate ritual
in its wooing. But of its wooers, Portia is more adept in the
badinage than in the poetry of love, and indeed, in the action
of the play, her technical triumph is not in love, but in law.
And Bassanio is palpably relegated to the subordinate char-
acters. Nor is the wooing itself in the way of Elizabethan
sentiment; the symbolism of the caskets surrounds it with
picturesque ceremony, but deprives it completely of that
passionate reality whereby the Elizabethans recognised the
lordship of love. And indeed, though perhaps not by a mere
arithmetical computation of lines, yet certainly by the estima-*
tion of men's memories of its people, there can be no doubt that
the wooing of Portia by Bassanio is not the main stuff of the
pky. It is an episode, an expensive undertaking which will
therefore serve as pretext to introduce a scheme for guaranteeing
overdrafts. The Bond story, not the tale of the caskets, is the
backbone of The Merchant of Venice; and Shylock and Antonio,
not Bassanio, nor even Portia, are the real protagonists of the
piece.